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T a m a r a  Sc h u y l e r
UGLY
We re s i t t i n g  in a c i rc le  fo r  g roup  discussion in the anorexia  ward ,  
and the new g i r l ,  Janice,  is te l l i n g  us abou t  her  parents. T h e y  
sound l ike  a real pr ize pair. We all ta lk  abou t  o u r  fam i l ies  in here, 
eventual ly .  Janice pauses and sh i f ts  in her chair.  1 shou ld  tel l  her  
tha t  no a m o u n t  o f  s q u i r m in g  is g o ing  to make th ings  more  c o m ­
for tab le .
T h e  name Janice makes me t h i n k  o f  a w ho lesom e b ab ys i t ­
ter o r  a robus t  p iano  teacher. N o t  a g i r l  w i t h  b lu ish  sk in  and hai r  
so b r i t t l e  there shou ld  be a “ c o m b u s t ib le ’ tag h an g in g  f ro m  her 
p on y ta i l .  She be t te r  keep that  s t u f f  away f ro m  open f lames.  N o t  
that  we have any open f lames in here. N o  l ighters .  N o t h i n g  to 
l igh t ,  except  maybe o u r  own  sel f- images.
She’s pret ty ,  Janice. O r ,  she was. B lo nd ,  s l im ,  per fect .  She 
says t h a t ’s wha t  her parents always to ld  her. I guess they la id it on 
real th i ck .  Funny ,  h ow  too  m a ny  c o m p l im e n ts  and none at all can 
lead to the same disease in tw o  d i f fe re n t  people.  Janice is t i red  
now, af ter  all tha t  ta l k in g .  I t ’s unusual  in a new rec ru i t ,  to be so 
ready to share. H e r  m o u th  opens in a w id e  O  tha t  she t ries to 
st i f le . Those  ch om pcrs  aren’t so lovely,  I ’m so rry  to repor t .  I l i ck  
my l ips and brush my  sweatsh i r t  sleeve across them to w ipe  away 
any w h i t e  j u n k  t h a t ’s accum u la ted  on the ins ide edges. Plenty.  I 
take a no the r  swipe w i t h  the o th e r  sleeve.
A f te r  g ro up  discussion I get a S ty ro foam  cup o f  water , 
d r i n k  u n t i l  m y  eyebal ls are f lo a t in g ,  and slosh m yse l f  d o w n  on 
the couch next  to Janice.  She raises her  arm in w h a t  cou ld  be 
a gesture of  self -defense,  l ike  m y  presence is a physical assault. 
I hen her wr is t  f l ies back to rest on her shou lde r  as i f  she were 
just s t re tch ing .  H e r  elbow' remains suspended, p o i n t i n g  at me. 
I ’m afra id the bone m ig h t  b i te  r ig h t  th r o u g h  the t rans lucen t  sk in.  
Then she ca lm ly  places bo th  hands in her lap. U n d e r  c o n t ro l .
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“ Hey,” I say, and  I star t  to chew on the edge o f  the cup.  It 
makes squeaking  noises as my teeth move against  it. I watch her 
over the rim.
“Hi , ” she says, wi th abou t  as much  wa rmt h  as a dead frog. 
She gazes at her u n mo vi ng  hands.  " W h a t  do you wan t ?” She’s not  
host i le.  More  like total ly resigned.  She’s like a zoo animal  that  
knows it can’t get away from the gawking people,  so why resist, 
why struggle? I ’m not  the audience ,  t hough .  I ’m in the next  cage 
down.  I tell her  it sounds  like her parents  are two o f  the seven 
wonders  o f  the world.
“ There are e ight , ” she says.
For a second I d o n ’t know what  she’s talking about .  Eight  
parents? No t  even I have eight  o f  them.  Four,  somet imes  five. 
I hen I get it.
“ There are eight  wonder s?” I ask.
“Yeah.” And I th ink,  here’s the eighth won d e r  r ight  here: 
the fact that  Janice thinks  i t ’s wor th  mak ing  the effort  to correct  
me on the n u m b e r  o f  wonders  in the world.  I wai t  for her to fill 
me in fur ther ,  but  apparent ly  I ’m going to have to keep asking her 
ques t ions  to get any t h i ng  ou t  o f  her. Maybe  she wants  to make 
me beg. I w o u l d n ’t b lame her. Go d  knows,  the prospects  for e n ­
t e r t a inme nt  in here are pret ty bleak.
“Are you going to keep chewing  on that  cup?” she asks. 
“ Because if you are, I ’m going back to my r o o m . ” Well ,  how about  
that .  Look who  wants  to be my fr iend.
I crush the cup in one  hand  and th row it toward the gar ­
bage can.  I miss,  by a lot.
Janice twi tches  like she’s abou t  to heave of f  and pick up 
the c up —  she is closer,  after all — but  she stays put .  I do too.  
I ll pick it up later. It feels good to leave trash on the floor for 
a while.  Just  s i t t ing and not  moving and th i nk i ng  about  the fact 
that  you aren' t  do ing  what  you ’re supposed  to do,  wha t  everyone
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would  expect  you to do.
“So,” 1 say, and  1 h ope  Jan ice  will look up,  bu t  she d o e s n ’t. 
All o f  a s u d d e n  sh e ’s p re t ty  skil led at s i t t ing  perfect ly  still. “So, 
tell me you r  story.
“ 1 just  d id  that .  You w e re n ’t l is ten ing?” She's i r r i t a ted ,  bu t  
1 d o n ’t m in d .
“ I w an t  to k now  more .  Like how you really got  here.  Your 
whole  journey.  You k n o w ? ” Journey  is a word  we use a lot in g roup  
di scuss ion .
She looks up,  meets  my eye, and  looks m ore  sad than  
m ean .  M ore  sad than  defensive.  “T h a t ' s  no t  really the p o in t ,  is it? 
T h e  q u e s t ion  is how I 'm g o n n a  get  o u t . ’
Wow. 1 t h o u g h t  I had  her  pegged.  She ’s so dr ied  up  1 
t h o u g h t  she migh t  be a n o th e r  Gigi .
Gigi  arr ived w hen  1 was only  a few days in to  my first visit.
I wasn' t so in to  m ak in g  fr iends  then .  I was a l it t le raw a r o u n d  the 
edges,  you cou ld  say -  and  there  wasn' t  m u c h  to me o t h e r  t h a n  
edges.  So 1 d i d n ’t get to k now  Gigi .  I don ' t  t h in k  a n y o n e  did .  I 
never t h o u g h t  a b o u t  it before  now, bu t  maybe  it was Gigi  tha t  
t u rne d  me  in to  this social but ter f ly .  M aybe  I dec ided  it w ou ld  be 
be t te r  to  have loved and  lost,  and  all tha t .  W h o  knows:'
W h e n  Gigi  first got  here she was p re t ty  sick, p re t ty  far 
gone.  She d i d n ’t even talk d u r in g  the  g ro u p  sessions. She refused,  
wh ich  is hard to do,  what  with  all the  j abbe r ing  the social w o r k ­
ers do.  You s tar t  t a lk in g  even i f you don  t w a n t  to,  just so thei r  
twee ty -b ird  voices d o n ’t dril l  holes  in your  b ra in .  But  Gigi  was as 
silent  as a rock at the b o t t o m  of the ocean .  And  no w onder .  Her  
hear t  was fai ling.  H o w  can you tell you r  wors t  secrets to a room 
full of s t r angers  w h e n  your  o rgans  don  t even fu n c t i o n  right:'  Jesus 
Chr i s t  in heaven ,  as my g r a n d m o t h e r  w o u ld  say. Jesus C h r i s t  in 
heaven,  just eat a n o t h e r  piece o f  pie and  c ons ide r  yourself  lucky 
to have it.
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T h a t  advice w o u l d n ’t have wo r k e d  a ny  mi rac l es  on  Gigi .  
She ac tua l ly  c o u l d n ’t eat  at  t ha t  po i n t .  T h e y  fed her  wi t h  a needle  
in her  a rm,  b u t  I guess it d idn ' t  work .  Di ed  o f  a hear t  a t t ack  or 
mul t i p l e  o r gan  fai lure,  it was never  e xp l a i ned  wh i ch .  Really,  o f  
course ,  she d i ed  o f  a b r o k e n  hear t .  I k n o w  t h a t ’s a t er r ible  p u n  or 
cl i che or  wha t e ve r  you call it, b u t  I t h i n k  i t ’s also t rue.  An y o n e  
wh o  dies o f  this disease dies of a t o r n - u p  hear t .  Gigi  w a n t e d  to 
die,  o f  cour se  -  we all do  by the  t i me  we get  here.  An d  given that ,  
how c o m e  s ome  of us m a n a g e  to pul l  t h r ough?  Life is full  o f  my s ­
teries,  I guess.
Ma y b e  Jan i ce  is one  o f  the  survivors .  Ma y b e  s h e ’ll get  ou t  
a nd  wr i t e  a bes t - sel l ing b o o k  a b o u t  her  s t ruggle  wi t h  anorexia ,  a 
b o o k  a b o u t  her  ba t t l e  a n d  h o w she wo n  it a nd  h o w you  can too.  
T h e  first  t h i n g  her  b o o k  will  say is to get  t he  hell  away f rom your  
pa rent s  as qu i ck l y  as you can.  J an i c e ’s pa ren t s  s o u n d  l ike people  
on a bad d a y t i me  soap ope ra  -  peop l e  wi t h  fake hair ,  fake smi les,  
fake c lothes ,  fake personal i t i es .  O n l y  t h i n g  real a b o u t  t h e m  is 
thei r  obsess ion wi t h  fakeness.  T h e y  t r i ed to get  J an i ce  to have 
plast ic su rgery  wh e n  she was t en years old.  Ten.  T h e y  were w o r ­
ried a b o u t  how p o i n t y  her  nose was ge t t i ng .
I look s t r a igh t  i n to  J an i c e ’s w a s h e d - u p - m o v i e - s t a r  eyes 
a nd  nod  my head.  “ Yes. Yes, h o w to get  o u t  o f  here  is t he  i m ­
p o r t a n t  que s t i on .  And  I ’d l ike to k n o w the  answer ,  so wh e n  you 
c o m p l e t e  the  ca l cu l a t i ons ,  be sure  to s top  by a n d  feed t h e m  into 
my IV bag . ”
Janice  cracks a smi le,  t he  first  one  I ’ve seen s ince she a r ­
r ived,  a nd  a t ingly feel ing rises up  f r o m ,  my toes to my m i d ­
dle.  Sor t  o f  l ike wh e n  you pee in t he  s w i m m i n g  pool ,  except  the 
w a r m t h  is m o v i n g  in t he  o ppos i t e  d i r ec t i on .
I t ’s f reezing in here.  It always is. We sit a r o u n d  in loose,  
bu l ky  layers of fleece a nd  wool ,  l ike we t h i n k  we re a b o u t  to be 
s h i ppe d  o f f  to a w i n d y  day  at the  beach.  O u r  vi si tors  t h i n k  i t ’s
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b e c a u s e  we w a n t  to  h i d e  o u r  b o d i e s  f r o m  t h e  w o r l d  d u e  to  o u r  
n e u r o t i c  m i s c o n c e p t i o n s ,  b u t  rea l ly  i t ’s b e c a u s e  w e ’re s t r a i g h t - u p  
c o l d  as a b u n c h  o f  bags  o f  f r o zen  peas .  J a n i c e ,  t h o u g h ,  s e e m s  i m ­
m u n e  to  t e m p e r a t u r e ,  in s p i t e  o f  t h e  fac t  t h a t  h e r  e x p o s e d  sk in  
is o n e  s h a d e  s h o r t  o f  i n d i g o .  S h e ’s w e a r i n g  an  o v e r s iz e d  I - s h i r t  
w i t h  a r u n n i n g  t e a m  s p e l l e d  in o r a n g e  b l o c k  l e t t e r s  o n  t h e  f r o n t .  
J E F F E R S O N  C R O S S  C O U N T R Y .  T h e  o r a n g e  l o o k s  p r e t t y  n i ce  
a g a in s t  t h e  b l u e  b a c k d r o p .
“ D o  y o u  r u n  c r o s s - c o u n t r y ? ’ 1 say.
A g a in  s h e ’s f a c i n g  h e r  a p p a r e n t l y  f a s c i n a t i n g  lap ,  b u t  t h e n  
she  m o v e s  h e r  w h o l e  h e a d  t o w a r d  m e ,  s lowly,  l ike  an  owl  o n  t h e  
D i s c o v e r y  c h a n n e l .  H e r  eyes are  e n o r m o u s .  “ I u sed  t o , ’ she  says.  
“ B u t  t h i s  i s n ’t m y  s h i r t . ”
T h i s  is w h a t  I ’m t a l k i n g  a b o u t .  S h e  w a n t s  m e  to  p l e a d  for  
it.  “A n d ,  so,  w h o s e  is i t?” I ’m  h a p p y  to  d o  t h e  a s k i n g .  I r e s t r a i n  
m y s e l f  f r o m  p r o n o u n c i n g  w h o s e  w i t h  an  e x t e n d e d  “o o o o o o ” to  
s o u n d  l ike  an  o w l ’s h o o t .
“ I t ’s m y  b o y f r i e n d ’s. J a n i c e  o n c e  a g a in  lo o k s  s t r a i g h t  i n t o  
m y  eyes  w h e n  she  says th i s ,  as i f  s h e ’s a f r a i d  t h e  n e w s  wi l l  w a s h  m e  
c l ea r  aw ay  if she  d o e s n  t na i l  m e  in p lace  w i t h  a s h a r p  s t a re .  I his 
is v e r y  r e f r e s h i n g .  L o o k i n g  p e o p l e  in t h e  eye  isn t a g re a t  s t r e n g t h  
o f  m o s t  o f  m y  c o m p a t r i o t s  h e r e ,  a n d  I ge t  to  f e e l i n g  l o n e l y  w h e n  
all m y  c o n v e r s a t i o n  p a r t n e r s  f i n d  t h e  e m p t y  wal l  b e h i n d  m y  h e a d  
m o r e  e n g a g i n g  t h a n  w h a t  1 m  s a y in g .
“ W h a t ’s he  l ike ,  y o u r  b o y f r i e n d ? ” I say, w i t h o u t  l e a k i n g  
a n y  t r a c e  o f  s u r p r i s e  at  t h e  idea  o f  f l im s y  J a n i c e  h a v i n g  a b e a u .  
“ H e ’s . . . ” S h e  c l o ses  h e r  eyes  a n d  h e s i t a t e s  fo r  so l o n g  I t h i n k  she  
m i g h t  have  fa l le n  a s lee p.  “ H e ’s . . .  A g a in ,  she  s t o p s .  S h e  s k i l l i n g  
m e  w i t h  t h e  t h o u g h t f u l  p au se s .  “ H e ’s n ice . "  S h e  c o m p l e t e s  t h e  
s e n t e n c e ,  a n d  it feels l ike  a m a j o r  a c c o m p l i s h m e n t .  I t s  n o t  t h e  
m o s t  e n l i g h t e n i n g  p i e c e  o f  i n f o r m a t i o n  I ve h e a r d  t o d a y ,  b u t ,  for  
J a n i c e ,  it ve rges  o n  t h e  p r o f o u n d .
Schuyler 153
“T h a t ’s e xce l l en t , ’ 1 tell her.  “ N o  o n e  is b e t t e r  o f f  wi t h  a 
b o y f r i e n d  w h o  i sn’t nice.  I ’m glad to hea r  i t . ’
A n d  t hen  J an i ce  f inal ly  t akes  t he  reins.  T his is a t op i c  she 
can c h e w on ,  I guess:  t he  s u p e r i o r i t y  of  a nice  b o y f r i e n d  over  a 
n o t - n i c e  one .  She  tel ls me  a b o u t  her  p r ev i ous  bo y f r i e n d ,  a sor t  
o f  h o m e c o m i n g  k i ng  wi t h  gills a n d  l i t t l e s p r o u t y  legs,  c o n t i n u ­
ally c i r c l i ng  t he  t op  of  t he  p o n d  w a i t i n g  for  s o m e o n e  to s t i ck 
o u t  a b r a n c h  so he c o u l d  m a k e  his way  o n t o  l and.  He  d r o p p e d  
Jan i ce  l ike a m a g g o t y  app le ,  as s o o n  as he c a u g h t  t he  a t t e n t i o n  o f  
s o m e o n e  m o r e  popu l a r .  A n d  t ha t  was a f t e r  t he i r  t wo- yea r  per f ec t  
t eenage  r o ma n c e .  T h e y  first  me t  w h e n  she was  o n l y  t h i r t e e n .  I 
c a n ’t i ma g i n e  ha v i n g  had  a b o y f r i e n d  w h e n  I was t h i r t e e n .  1 was 
bare ly o u t  o f  d i ape r s  t hen .  Actual ly,  I c a n ’t real ly i ma g i n e  ha v i ng  
a b o y f r i e n d  now.  O r  ever,  for  t ha t  ma t t e r .  I ask her  i f  she has a 
p i c t u r e  o f  her  c u r r e n t  bo y f r i e n d ,  a n d  she does .
She  gets  up,  all s t i c k - i ns e c t  a r ms  a n d  legs,  and  1 fo l l ow 
her  to her  r o o m ,  w h i c h  she  shares  wi t h  M i r a n d a .  M i r a n d a  doesn ' t  
l ook  up  f r om her  b o o k  w h e n  we enter .  S h e ’s an o l d - t i m e r ,  l ike 
me,  here  a n d  gone ,  here  a n d  gone ,  w h o  k n o w s  h o w  m a n y  t imes .  
We re yo-yos:  be t t er ,  wor se ,  be t t er ,  worse .  I t ’s a way o f  g e t t i n g  
t h r o u g h  life, a way  t ha t  has a c e r t a i n  s e duc t i ve  r h y t h m .  M i r a n d a  
a n d  I can relate  to each o t her ,  I guess,  t h o u g h  s o m e t i m e s  I feel 
l ike we re b ox i n g  o p p o n e n t s  or  s o m e t h i n g ,  a lways  k e e p i n g  s o me  
d i s t a nc e  b e t w e e n  us. H e r  f ami ly  is l ike mi ne ;  I d o n ’t t h i n k  they  
no t i c e  whe r e  she is, w h e t h e r  s h e ’s here  or  t he r e  or  even al ive for 
t ha t  ma t t e r .  T h e y ’ve never  vi s i t ed.
At  least  t wo  o f  my  n u m e r o u s  pa r e n t s  have been  here  o n c e  
or  twice.  N o t  my  t wo  or ig i na l  pa ren t s ,  o f  cour se ,  b u t  t wo  f rom 
the  o u t e r  o r b i t  o f  c i r c l i ng,  s hu f f l i ng  gua r d i a ns .  J an i ce  pul l s  on  a 
s t r i ng  a r o u n d  her  neck  a n d  l ifts a key o u t  f r om ins ide  her  b o y ­
f r i e n d ’s T- s h i r t .  I w o n d e r  w h a t  else s h e ’s h i d d e n  ins ide  t here .  She
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u n l o c k s  t h e  t o p  d r a w e r  o f  he r  b e d s i d e  t ab l e ,  a n d  m y  j aw hi t s  t he  
f loor .  I neve r  k n e w  t h o s e  d r a w e r s  l ocked .  N e v e r  t h o u g h t  t o  ask 
for  a key.  W h a t  t h e  hel l  w o u l d  1 l ock  up? M y  r a t t y  o l d  u n d e r ­
pan t s ?  She  t akes  he r  p u r s e  f r o m  t h e  t o p  d r a w e r  - - t h e  k i n d  of  p u r s e  
I k n e w  she ' d  have:  sma l l ,  l ea t her ,  red,  w i t h  b i g  s i lver  z i p p e r s  a n d  
s n a p s - - a n d  she  l i fts o u t  a p h o t o g r a p h .  I t ’s t h e  t wo  o f  t h e m ,  J a n ­
ice a n d  t h e  r u n n e r .  H e ’s n i c e - l o o k i n g ,  h a r ml e s s ,  w i t h  b r o w n  ha i r  
s w i n g i n g  ac ross  hi s  eyes,  b u t  i t ’s J a n i c e  t h a t  s t o p s  m e  co l d .
In t h e  p i c t u r e  she' s  so pre t t y .  I c o u l d  tel l  she  was  o n c e  
pre t t y ,  b u t  I h a d  n o  idea.  T h e  d i f f e r e n c e  is u n b e l i e v a b l e .  In t he  
p i c t u r e  she  l ooks  l ike a sh i ny ,  ju i cy  g r a pe ,  wh i l e  r i g h t  in f r o n t  of 
m e  s h e ’s a ra i s i n ,  t h e  last  r a i s in  in t h e  p a c k  w i t h  c rus ty ,  c l o u d y  
s t u f f  o n  it.  I k ee p  l o o k i n g  at  t h e  p i c t u r e .  1 d o n ’t l ook  at  J an i ce .  
M v  b r a i n  is v i b r a t i n g  so m u c h  1 w a n t  to g r a b  h o l d  of it a n d  
s queeze .  “ H o w  l o n g  a go  was  t h i s  t aken?  I ask.  I m  a l i t t l e  s h o r t  of 
b r e a t h  a n d  I wi s h  I c o u l d  go b a c k w a r d s  in t i m e  a n d  av o i d  J a n i c e  
a l t o g e t h e r .
“ W h o  cares  how'  l o n g ? ” J a n i c e  says,  a n d  he r  b r o w  is all 
s c r u n c h e d  t o g e t h e r  in t h e  m i d d l e .  1 have  t h e  u r ge  t o  i ron  it. She  
t akes  t h e  e d g e  o f  t h e  p i c t u r e  b e t w e e n  h e r  f i nge r  a n d  t h u m b  a n d  
pul l s  a n d  1 know'  1 have  to  let  go b u t  1 can  t. M y  g r i p  is s t u c k  o n  
t he  p i c t u r e ,  l ike w h e n  1 r i p p e d  o u t  a c h u n k  o f  m y  b r o t h e r ’s ha i r  
b e c a u s e  1 c o u l d n ' t  l oos en  m y  fist a n d  he j e rked  his  h e a d  away.  
J an i ce  a n d  I are l o c k e d  l ike t h a t  for  a few s e c o n d s  a n d  t h e n  she 
c h o k e s  o u t ,  “ M a d d i e ,  please. ' '  H e r  vo i ce  is gray,  a n d  m y  n a m e  
c o m e s  at  me  o n  t h e  ed g e  o f  a du l l  kn i f e .  S o m e t h i n g  m a d e  o f  t h i ck  
glass s h a t t e r s  i n s i de  me .  I ’m b e i n g  s t a b b e d  by a m i l l i o n  s ha r ds ,  
b u t  I d o n ' t  let go.  T h e n  J a n i c e  p u t s  h e r  o t h e r  h a n d  o n  m y  a r m ,  
a n d  even  t h o u g h  he r  f i nge r s  are  icy, he r  t o u c h  is h o t .  It ' l l  l eave a 
scar  a n d  I' ll  be  b r a n d e d .  She  o p e n s  he r  w h o l e  p a l m  a n d  fol ds  it 
a r o u n d  m y  a r m  a n d  I w o n d e r  h o w  l o n g  I can  s t a n d  t h e  p a i n .  Mi -
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randa  looks ar us and  holds  her  hand  above the nurse-cal l  b u t t o n  
at the side o f  her  bed.  1 let go of the p ic ture ,  sna t ch  my a rm away, 
and  run.
A coup l e  days later I t h i nk  a b o u t  cal l ing home .  1 haven ’t cal led 
once  d u r i n g  this stay. I w o n d e r  w h a t ’s h a p p e n i n g  there,  w h e t h e r  
my b r o t h e r  C h a d  is still s u s p e n d e d  f rom school  for s t a r t i ng  a fire 
in the cafeteria.  T h e r e ’s a bank  o f  pay phones  at the end  o f  the 
ward.  I envi s ion the phones  for a long t i me  before h e ad i ng  over 
there.  I imagine  mysel f  dia l ing,  and  my m o m  p ick ing  up.  She 
d o e s n ’t recognize my voice at  first.  W h e n  she does,  she laughs 
and  hangs  up,  like i t ’s a good  joke.  I s t and  there r u n n i n g  t h r ou g h  
i magina ry  scenar ios  unt i l  1 get  to one  t h a t ’s tolerable .  Then I 
dig in my pocket s  and ,  lo and  beho l d ,  t h e r e ’s s ome  change .  W h o  
knew?
It r ings for a l ong t ime.  We d o n ’t have an answer i ng  m a ­
chine.  Final ly C h a d  answers ,  which  is wha t  I expec ted.  “ Hey,  
C h a d .  Si lence.  “ I t ’s me,  you dork.  Ma d d i e . ' ’
“O h  hi,  Ugly. We re big on t e rms  of e n d e a r m e n t  in my
family.
Si lence again.  I kn o w if I d o n ’t say s o m e t h i n g  h e ’ll hang  
up.  “C h a d ,  have I ever looked like a grape to you? ’
He  doesn  t answer  at once.  I can hear  the TV.  “W h a t  are 
you ta lk ing  a b o u t ? ” T h e r e ’s no edge to his voice.  H e ’s p robab l y  
high.  “ W h a t ’s go ing  on,  Maddie?  I t h o u g h t  they were suppos e d  to 
be f ixing your  me n t a l  r e t a rda t i on  in there,  no t  ma k i n g  it wor se . ’’ 
I ask h im if M o m  is there,  and  he says he d oe s n ’t know,  
maybe  she’s in her  room.  I encour a ge  h i m to invest igate,  and  then 
h e ’s gone  for a long t ime.  It w o u l d n ’t be u n he a r d  o f  for h im to get 
d i s t r ac t ed  hal fway across the l iving r oom and  e nd  up leaving the 
p h o n e  of f  the hoo k  for days.  But  he does  c o me  back and  says he 
th i nks  s he ’s there,  bu t  she d o es n ’t c ome  to the phone .
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i wa i t  for  m o r e ,  b u t  i t ’s o b v i o u s  I ' m n o t  g o i n g  t o  get  m u c h  o u t  
o f  h i m  r i gh t  now.  I ask h i m  to tell  M o m  it w o u l d  be  grea t  i f  she  
c a m e  to visi t .  I say m a y b e  t h e y  can  all c o m e  to vi si t .  I tell  h i m  
t h e r e ’s a m i c r o w a v e  her e  a n d  we can  m a k e  s o m e  p o p c o r n .
“ Sure ,  M a d d i e .  I ll tell her.  H e y  l i s t en ,  I g o t t a  go.
Yeah,  I t h i n k .  D o n ’t we  all.
At  d i n n e r ,  J a n i c e  si ts d o w n  next  to m e  w i t h  a c u p  o f  s o u p  a n d  
t h r e e  c r acke r s .  I guess  s h e ’s n o t  a b i n g e - a n d - p u r g e r ,  in s p i t e  of 
h e r  b ad  t e e t h .  S o m e  o f  t h e  gi r l s  l oad  u p  t h e i r  p l a t es ,  b u t  t h e y  re 
n o t  f o o l i n g  a n y o n e .  D a y  a f t e r  d a y  t h e y  s t u f f  t he i r  pie  ho l es  wi t h  
m a s h e d  p o t a t o e s  a n d  gravy,  a n d  I c o u l d  sti ll  g a t h e r  t h e m  all u p  in 
o n e  h a n d ,  let t h e m  fall ,  a n d  p l ay  p i c k - u p - s t i c k s  w i t h  t h e  resul t .  
S k i n n y  a n d  s t i f f  as p i n e  nee d l e s  in wi n t e r .
Li ke  J an i ce ,  I don ' t  v o m i t .  Af t e r  t h e  t u g  o f  wa r  w i t h  t he  
p i c t u r e  I d i d  feel l ike t h r o w i n g  up ,  b u t  all I m a n a g e d  to  b r i n g  
u p  was  s o m e  w a t e r y  bi le.  I h e r e  was  n o t h i n g  else t he r e .  It was  
c o m f o r t i n g ,  k n o w i n g  I was  e m p t y .  S o m e t i m e s  I i m a g i n e  t h a t  i f  I 
c o u l d  b e c o m e  e m p t y  e n o u g h ,  f lat  e n o u g h ,  I c o u l d  s l ip t h r o u g h  a 
c r ack  in t h e  f l oor  a n d  n e v e r  c o m e  bac k .  A p p a r e n t l y  a n o r e x i a  t akes  
m a n y  f o r m s  — so say t h e  social  wo r k e r s .  S o m e  o f  y o u  t h i n k  y o u  re 
fat even  t h o u g h  y o u ’re n o t .  (I ni s u r e  t h o s e  w e r e n  t Ms .  M o o r e ’s 
exac t  w o r d s . )  A n d  s o m e  of  yo u  k n o w  y o u ’re t h i n  b u t  st i l l  w a n t  
to be t h i n n e r ,  as if y o u  w a n t  to d i s a p p e a r .  W h e n  Ms .  M o o r e  said 
t ha t ,  it was  t h e  f i rst  t i m e  in m y  life I felt  l ike s o m e o n e  u n d e r s t o o d  
me.  T h e n  1 p o i n t e d  o u t  t o  he r  t h a t  she  d d e s c r i b e d  o n l y  t wo  f o r m s  
of t h e  i l lness,  n o t  “many .  But  she  was  u n i m p r e s s e d  by m y  a t t e n ­
t i on  to de t a i l .
J a n i c e  is p e r c h e d  nex t  to m e  o n  t h e  b e n c h ,  j us t  far e n o u g h  
away  t h a t  we  wo n ' t  b u m p  each  o t h e r  a c c i den t a l l y .  She  d o e s n  t 
l ook  at  me ,  a n d  I c e r t a i n l y  d o n ’t t r y  to c a t c h  he r  eye.  We  h a v e n  t 
s p o k e n  s i nce  t h e  i n c i d e n t .  S h e ’s a v o i d e d  me  a n d  e v e r y o n e  else,
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a n d  I haven ' t  t r i ed  to b r ea k  her  i so l a t i on .  I f igure  she can s t ew 
all she wa n t s  in her  r ed - pu r s e ,  l ock e d - d r a we r ,  c r o s s - c o u n t r y - b o y -  
f r i end  juices.
“ Hi ,  M a d d i e , ” she  peeps .
“ W h y  hel lo,  J a n i c e . ”
“ W h y  are you  so pi ssed of f?” H e r  voi ce  is s t r a i n e d  a n d  
h i g h - p i t c h e d ,  l ike a y a p p y  l i t t l e dog .
“ W h y  are you  n o t  p i ssed off,  J a n i c e ? ” I s n a t c h  up  my  t ray 
a n d  leave.  I don ' t  k n o w  wh e r e  this  c o m e s  f r om.  I t ’s n o t  l ike me.  
But  t he  i mage  o f  J an i ce  as she used to be has l odged  in my  s i ­
nuses ,  a g l uey  wa d  o f  p h l eg m .
I d e p o s i t  m y  e n t i r e  d i n n e r  at  t he  c l e a n - u p  area a n d  r ide a 
w e a k e n i n g  wave  o f  a n g e r  to s o m e  w i n d o w s  d o w n  t he  hal l .  T h e r e ’s 
no t  m u c h  to see o u t s i d e  t he  hos p i t a l .  I t ’s r a i n i ng ,  a n d  t he  b u i l d ­
ings a n d  s t reet s  a n d  cars  are d a r k  a n d  s l ick aga i ns t  a b l ack  b a c k ­
g r o u n d .  I he w i n d o w  ref lects  a vague  p u r p l e  o u t l i n e  o f  me.  I can 
a l m o s t  s t a n d  to l ook  at  thi s  b l u r r y  ve r s i on  of  mysel f .  S t r e a ms  o f  
rain spil l  d o w n  t he  o u t s i d e  o f  t he  glass.  I t race  o n e  o f  t h e m  wi t h  
my  f inger  b u t  it j u m p s  i n t o  o t he r s ,  w h i c h  t he n  spl i t  apa r t ,  a n d  i t ’s 
t oo  ha r d  to de c i de  w h i c h  b r a n c h  to fol low.
M a y b e  J a n i c e ’s q u e s t i o n  is a g o o d  o ne ,  s o m e t h i n g  I s h o u l d  
t h i n k  a b o u t  — w h y  I ’m pi ssed off.  I sweep  my  h a n d  across  my 
s t o m a c h .  Flat .  I ho l d  t he  smal l  o f  m y  ba c k  wi t h  t he  o t h e r  h a n d  
a n d  suck  in my  b r e a t h  un t i l  t h e r e ’s very l i t t l e space  b e t w e e n  my 
pa lms .  I c lose m y  eyes a n d  ho l d  m y s e l f  l ike t ha t  for  a whi l e ,  
b r e a t h i n g  as sha l l owl y  as poss ib l e .  S o m e d a y  I' ll be able  to feel t he  
i m p r i n t  o f  o n e  h a n d  wi t h  t he  o t her .
I d o n  t a n s we r  J a n i c e ’s q u e s t i o n .  My  f ami ly  does n ' t  visi t .  We  d o n ’t 
m a k e  p o p c o r n .  But  I d o  crawl  back  i n t o  my  o w n  skin .  I t ’s c o m ­
f o r t a b l e  t here .  N o  m o r e  g az i ng  at  r ivers of  rain on  t he  w i nd o w.  N o  
m o r e  p h o n e  calls.  I e m p t y  my  p a n t s  o f  c h a n g e .  C a r r y i n g  c h a n g e
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a r o u n d  in m y  p o c k e t s  was  b u l k y  a n y w a y  — n o t  nea r l y  as b u l k y  as 
t h r e e  mea l s  a day,  b u t  st i l l  a r e l i e f  to be  r id of,  a n d  easier .  A social  
w o r k e r  asks  m e  w h y  I k ee p  s m o o t h i n g  d o w n  m y  p a n t s  p o c k e t s ,  
b u t  1 d o n ’t k n o w  t h e  a n s w e r  so i n s t e a d  I tell  he r  t h e  j oke  a b o u t  
t h e  e l e p h a n t  a n d  t h e  a s p i r i n .  She  d o e s n  t l augh .
A we ek  goes  by a n d  w i t h  it t en  e x h a u s t i n g  g r o u p  d i s c u s ­
s i on  sess ions .  N o  o n e  n e w  has  a r r i v ed  s i nce  J a n i c e  a n d  n o  o n e  has  
left .  I a l ways  m a n a g e  to si t  nex t  t o  s o m e o n e  w i t h  b r e a t h  l ike a 
s o u r  d i s h c l o t h .  1 i m a g i n e  us all s t u c k  as we are,  h u r t l i n g  t h r o u g h  
space ,  t r a v e l i n g  fast  a g a i n s t  a b l ack ,  s t a r - s t u d d e d  u n i v e r s e  i n t o  
t h e  f u t u r e ,  fo r eve r  u n c h a n g i n g .  Bu t  jus t  as t h a t  i ma g e  is s e t t l i n g  
in,  s o m e t h i n g  shi f t s .  J a n i c e  a n d  M i r a n d a  s t a r t  to c o m e  a n d  go 
t o g e t h e r  a n d  c h a t  in l ow t o n e s  b e f o r e  d i s c u s s i o n  s t a r t s .  T h e y  b o t h  
d e v e l o p  a s o r t  o f  b r u i s e d  g l o w I 've neve r  seen be f or e ,  as i f  t h e y ’ve 
bee n  p o l i s h i n g  each  o t h e r  w i t h  large,  s m o o t h  s t ones .  S o m e t i m e s  
t h e y  l augh .  T h e  rest  o f  us c r i nge .  E/very d a y  J a n i c e ’s p o n y t a i l  has  
a l i t t l e  m o r e  b o u n c e ,  a l i t t l e  m o r e  ki ck.  P r e t t y  s o o n  s h e ’s g o i n g  to 
ne e d  a lasso.
J a n i c e  f i na l l y  t a lks  a b o u t  he r  b o y f r i e n d  in a g r o u p  ses ­
s i on  a n d  1 real i ze I vc b e e n  w a i t i n g  for  thi s .  I w o n d e r  i f  s h e ’ll 
a c k n o w l e d g e  o u r  ea r l i e r  c o n v e r s a t i o n ,  m a y b e  w i t h  jus t  a g l a n c e  in 
m y  d i r e c t i o n ,  b u t  she  d o e s n ’t. It ' s O K  w i t h  me.  T h e r e  ar en ' t  m a n y  
t h i n g s  I ' m g o o d  at ,  b u t  b e i n g  i g n o r e d  is o n e  of t h e m .  S o m e o n e  
asks  J a n i c e  i f  she  has  a p i c t u r e  o f  h e r  b o y f r i e n d  a n d  she  says no  
w i t h o u t  h e s i t a t i n g .  I guess  I s h o u l d n ' t  be  s u r p r i s e d  by a n y t h i n g  
she  d o e s  at  t h i s  p o i n t ,  b u t  t h i s  st i l l  set s  m e  s p i n n i n g .  D u r i n g  t h e  
rest  o f  t h e  sess ion 1 p o n d e r  he r  r e s p o n s e .  M a y b e  I r u i n e d  t h a t  
n u g g e t  o f  s h o w - a n d - t e l l  for  her ,  a n d  i f  t h a t ’s t h e  case I ’m a c t u a l l y  
a l i t t l e  bi t  sor ry.  N o t  to wor r y ,  t h o u g h .  I f  a n y  t r u e  gu i l t  l eaks  in I 
can  a l ways  w i p e  it o u t  by  l o o k i n g  in t h e  mi r r o r .  I ’ve neve r  l o o k e d  
l ike J a n i c e  t h e  g r a p e ,  a n d  I neve r  wi l l ,  even  i f  I get  wel l .  Even  i f  
m y  m i d d l e  we r e  to swel l ,  even  if m y  a r m s  a n d  legs w e r e  t o  b e c o m e
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t h i c k  a n d  h e a r t y ,  I d st i l l  be  as r a w - l o o k i n g  as a f r e s h l y  d u g  r a d i s h .  
J a n i c e ,  t h o u g h .  J a n i c e  has  s o m e t h i n g  t o  lose.
F o r  t h e  res t  o f  t h e  a f t e r n o o n  I o b s e s s  a b o u t  J a n i c e s  u n ­
w i l l i n g n e s s  t o  s h a r e  t h e  p h o t o  w i t h  t h e  g r o u p .  B u t  I d o n ’t l o o k  
in t h e  m i r r o r ,  all t h e  s a m e .  Age s  a g o  I c o v e r e d  m y  m i r r o r  w i t h  a 
t a c k e d - u p  t o w e l  a n d  n o  o n e  has  c o m p l a i n e d  a b o u t  it ,  so w h y  r u i n  
a g o o d  t h i n g ?  I f i g u r e  I d o n ’t n e e d  a m i r r o r  t o  m e a s u r e  m y  p r o g ­
ress.  M y  t w o  p a l m s ,  p r e s s i n g  a g a i n s t  m y  f r o n t  a n d  m y  b a c k ,  a re  
a r e l i a b l e  gage .  R i g h t  n o w  t h e y  c a n  p r a c t i c a l l y  s m e l l  e a c h  o t h e r ’s 
s we a t  t h r o u g h  t h e  g a u z y  f i l m o f  m y  b o d y .
T h e  n e x t  m o r n i n g  t h e  d o c t o r  vi s i t s  m y  r o o m ;  t h e  n u r s e  d r a w s  m y  
b l o o d .  Th e y  m a k e  m e  s t a y  in b e d .  I t r y  t h e  f o o d  t h a t ’s d e l i v e r e d  
o n  a p e e l i n g  p l a s t i c  t ray,  b u t  it t a s t e s  l i ke  c h i c k e n  f e a t h e r s  a n d  
ge t s  s t u c k  o n  t h e  w a y  d o w n .  I h e y  h o o k  u p  a n  IV. I w o n d e r  w h e n  
J a n i c e  wi l l  c o m e  a n d  spi l l  t h e  wi l l  t o  l ive i n t o  t h e  p l a s t i c  b a g  o f  
c l o u d y  f l u i d ,  b u t  s h e  d o e s n ' t  s t o p  by.  I g u e s s  s h e  h a s n ’t f i g u r e d  o u t  
t h e  s o l u t i o n  yet .
I ’m a l l o w e d  o u t  o f  b e d  f o r  g r o u p  d i s c u s s i o n ,  a n d  w h e n  i t ’s 
m y  t u r n  t o  t a l k  I j us t  k e e p  m y  m o u t h  s h u t  i n s t e a d .  I s l i de  d o w n  
in m y  c h a i r  a n d  w a i t  f o r  M s .  H i l l ’s b a d g e r i n g .  W h e n  it c o m e s  i t ’s 
m o r e  l i ke  a f ew p r o d s  w i t h  a p a i r  o f  b l u n t  s c i s so r s  t h a n  a r o u n d  
f r o m  a m a c h i n e  g u n .  Easy  to  d o d g e .  I d o n ’t e v e n  l o o k  a t  h e r  w h i l e  
s h e  f o r k s  o u t  q u e s t i o n s ,  a n d  w h a t  a r e l i e f  t h a t  is. I n s t e a d  I t a k e  
in J a n i c e .  S h e ’s m o r e  g r a p e - l i k e  t h a n  ever .  H e r  face  is f i l l i ng  o u t ,  
all t h e  c r eas e s  s m o o t h i n g  as i f  i n j e c t i o n s  o f  s i l i c o n e  w e r e  c r a w l i n g  
a l o n g  u n d e r  t h e  s u r f a c e ,  p a c k i n g  t h e m s e l v e s  i n t o  all  t h e  h o l l o w  
spac es .  A n d  I ve n e v e r  s e e n  M i r a n d a  l o o k i n g  m o r e  b r i g h t - e y e d .  
S h e  s i t s  u p r i g h t ,  s h o u l d e r s  t h r o w n  b a c k ,  c h e s t  t h r u s t  o u t  — t h e  
p o s t u r e  t h a t ’s r e c o m m e n d e d  in t h e s e  p a r t s ,  as if we  w e r e  all l i v i n g  
in a 1 9 5 0 s  s i t c o m .  T h e s e  gi r l s  a r e  p r a c t i c a l l y  c h e r u b i c ,  g l i s t e n i n g  
w i t h  l i fe,  b u r s t i n g  at  t h e  s e a m s ,  y o d e l i n g  f r o m  t h e  g r e e n  h i l l t o p s .
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I m en ta l ly  p a in t  b r ig h t  red circles on the i r  checks,  and  the  p ic tu re  
is c om p le te .
And  then  1 sec it, I see w h a t ’s go ing  on .  I t ’s g ruesom e.  And 
i t ’s g lor ious .
They are feeding  on me,  Jan ice  and  M ir a n d a .  I he o ther s  
are, too ,  eve ryone  in the  circle.  I hey were n i b b l in g  at first,  and  
now t h e y ’re feast ing.  I offer  m yse l f  up.  I hois t  myself o n t o  the 
p la t te r  a nd  s t r e tch  o u t ,  jaw u n h i n g e d  a r o u n d  a waxed apple .  W i th  
every bi te  o f  their s  I lose a b u r d e n s o m e  c h u n k  of myself.  W i th  
every bi te  my flesh is t r a n s fo r m e d  in to  the ir  shapely musc les  and 
silky skin.  T h e y  b e c o m e  ravenous.  I hey fly and  shr iek,  c lawing 
at me  with  ta lons  and  beaks, r ip p i n g  ou t  my insides ,  d r i n k i n g  my 
b lood ,  t ea r ing  away the  def la ted organs .  I am an e m p t y  sleeve. 
They grow robus t .  I swirl d o w n  the  drain .  They b e c o m e  whole.
I c o m e  back to par t ia l  consc iousness  later, w ho  know s  how m uch  
t im e  has passed.  My head feels like a wa te r  ba l loon  s t r e tched  b e ­
y ond  capaci ty .  The circle  is gone ,  the sh iny  faces o f  my peers 
are gone ,  those  b u t t - n u m b i n g  chairs:  gone.  T h a n k s  be to Jesus,  
G r a n d m a .
1 have been useful ,  so now I ’m free. I ’m s u s p e n d e d  in a 
pool  o f  bleach,  where  eve ry th in g  is c lean.  My nos tr i ls  are cold bu t  
every o t h e r  pa r t  o f  me is w arm .  Every t im e  it seems like I m igh t  
surface I d rag  m yse l f  back d o w n .  My arm t ingles  and  1 sc ratch 
at it. Nurses  voices  are b e h in d  a th ick  hedge  of w h i t e  c o t to n .  
T h e r e ’s no  w ind .  The ocean  is p o u r in g  in to  my brain  and  then 
ou t .  In and  o u t .  Fierce and  calm.  Salty.
E ven tua l ly  I arr ive s o m e w h e r e  else bu t  I d o n ’t w an t  to be 
there .  I 'm cold  again.  I ope n  my eyes and  C h a d  is s t a n d i n g  r ight  
above me,  so I close t h em  again.  T h i s  isn't w ha t  I had in m in d .  
I was devou red  and  I s hou ld  be gone.  N o t  lying in a bed at the 
m ercy  of my b r o t h e r ’s bug-eyed  con fu s io n .  I ’ve never  k n o w n  any-
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one  w h o ’s mor e  easi ly a s ton i shed .
“M a d d i e ? ” He  s o u n d s  anxious ,  so h e ’s been in here long 
e n o ug h  tha t  h e ’s no longer  s t oned .  I o pe n  my eyes,  focus  on his 
face.  His  eyes are red.  “Maddie?
I wa n t  to ask h i m it he knows  any  o t h e r  words ,  hu t  when  
I op e n  my m o u t h  to speak,  my lips are s tuck  t oge t he r  a nd  a big 
c h u n k  o f  skin rips off. I can taste my u p p e r  lip b leeding.  C h a d  
looks l ike h e ’s go ing  to e i t her  pass ou t  or  t h r ow  up.  At  least  t h e re ’s 
a new express ion on  his face.
“W h a t  are you  d o i n g  here,  C h a d ? ”
He  smiles ,  s h o wi ng  his b r ok e n  t oo t h .  Mos t  peop l e  w h o ’d 
lost  hal t  a f ron t  t o o t h  w o u l d  learn to smi le  wi th  the i r  lips closed,  
b u t  no t  C h a d .  He  d o e s n ’t give a crap.  “ I got  h u n g r y , ” he says. “ I 
t h o u g h t  I m i g h t  swing  by tor  some  p o p c o r n . ”
“ I l i ed,” I say. “T h e r e ’s no mi c rowave  in here,  a nd  no p o p ­
c o r n . ”
He  snor t s .  “ I k n ow  tha t ,  Ma d d i e .  I t ’s a fuck i ng  hospi ta l .  
I ’m no t  d u m b . ” He  d rops  i n t o  the  cha i r  next  to my bed,  and  it 
creaks u n d e r  his weight .
“Chr i s t ,  C h a d ,  be careful .  Ma ybe  if  you d i d n ’t eat  so m u c h  
C a p ’n C r u n c h  you w o u l d n ’t break the f u r n i t u r e . ”
“Shu t  you r  face,  M a d d i e . ” He  kicks his legs o u t  s t ra ight ,  
looks at  the  cei l ing for a few mi nu t e s .  Goes  in to  one  o f  his t r a n c ­
es, t he n  re turns .
“ H o w  a b o u t  a s tory? I offer.  “I ’ll tell you a s t o ry  a b o u t  
this hell hole.  A b o u t  all t he  o th e r  freaks in here.  You just  sit there 
a nd  l isten and  I ’ll t a lk . ”
“T h a t ’ll be a nice c h a n g e . ” C h a d  never  passes up  an o p ­
p o r t u n i t y  lor  sarcasm.
I press the  b u t t o n  to ad j us t  my bed so I can sit up.  I he 
m o t o r  is s low and  s ou n d s  l ike a wheez i ng  par ro t .  Pr ime  equ i p -
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m e n t .  For  us,  n o t h i n g  b u t  t h e  bes t .  I p u n c h  m y  p i l l ows  i n t o  
s h ap e .  “ You w a n t  m e  to tel l  y o u  a s t o r y ? ’
H e  rol l s his eyes.  “ I ’m n o t  g o n n a  beg. '
“ O K  t h e n .  C o m i n g  r i gh t  up .  1 l ook  d o w n  at  t h e  f loor ,  
w h e r e  a s i ng l e  c r ack  spl i t s  t h e  s u r f a ce  f r o m t h e  c o r n e r  of m y  bed  
1 t o  t h e  far  wal l .  I b r e a t h e  in,  a n d  t h e  c r ack  s ee ms  to  b r e a t h e  t oo ,  
t o  w i d e n  a n d  i nv i t e  m e  in.  1 h e n  I b r e a t h e  o u t  in a r u s h  a n d  t he  
’ c r ack  s l i ms  up ,  c l o s i n g  m e  off .  “ Yeah , ” 1 b a r k .  “ I guess  I ’ve go t  
n o t h i n g  b e t t e r  t o  do . '
A n d  1 s t a r t  t a l k i ng .  I tell  h i m  a b o u t  Gi g i .  A b o u t  M i r a n d a  
a n d  J an i ce .  A b o u t  Ms .  M o o r e  a n d  Ms .  Hi l l .  A b o u t  t o we l - c o v e r e d  
m i r r o r s  a n d  pigs  o n  p l a t t e r s  a n d  f l e s h - e a t i n g  gi r l s.  Even  a b o u t  
h o p e - f i l l e d  IV bags ,  a n d  a b o u t  IV bags  f i l led w i t h  n o t h i n g  at  all.  
E v e n t u a l l y  C h a d  falls as l eep in t h e  cha i r ,  hi s  s h i r t  s c r u n c h e d  up  
to reveal  a s l ice o f  f l abby  bel ly.  T h e  n u r s e  c o m e s  a n d  wa k e s  h i m  
up  a n d  says v i s i t i n g  h o u r s  are  over .  H e  s t u m b l e s  o u t .  I he  n u r s e  
l ooks  b a c k  at  m e  ove r  he r  s h o u l d e r  be f o r e  s h u t t i n g  t h e  d o o r ,  t h e  
s ide  o f  h e r  n e c k  t r i p l i n g  i n t o  sof t  d i a g o n a l  folds .
A n d  me ,  I j us t  kee p  o n  t a l k i n g .  T o  mysel f .  To  t h e  c r a c k  in 
t h e  f loor .  To  t h e  ra in t a p p i n g  o n  t h e  w i n d o w .  M a y b e  t hes e  s t or i es  
are t h e  r eas on  I ’m sti ll  here .  I ’m n o t  e m p t y  yet .  T h e  w o r d s  keep  
we l l i n g  u p  a n d  s p i l l i n g  o u t ,  m y  o w n  b l e a t i n g  r h y t h m ,  n e v e r - e n d ­
ing,  l ike waves  u n b u r d e n i n g  aga i ns t  t h e  s an d .  I c h a n t .  I m u m b l e .  
I h u m .  M a y b e  m y  y o - y o  is w h i r l i n g  up .  O r  m a y b e  i t ’s s p i n n i n g  
d o w n .  U p  o r  d o w n .  I t ’s a l ways  a l i t t l e  h a r d  t o  tell .
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